Introduction
Shakespeare's The Winter's Tale is full of threats that fail to materialize. Hermione, falsely accused of adultery by her husband Leontes, king of Sicily, is not executed for high treason. Their infant daughter Perdita is not thrown into a furnace. Nor is Paulina, the lady-in-waiting, burned at the stake. Nor is the old Shepherd, Perdita's foster-father, hanged. Nor is his son, the clown, flayed alive, covered with honey, and exposed to the sun and 53 bees, as threatened by the rogue Autolycus in courtier's garb. These averted threats are all consistent with the romance genre, with its defining economy of close shaves, reverses of fortune, and ultimate happy endings. In this paper, I propose to discuss a threat that never speaks its name: political rebellion. I hope to show that the play presents several incidents in which rebellion, and possibly even deposition and regicide, are narrowly averted. I will then suggest that these moments are part of a coherent political discourse, thanks in part to Shakespeare's use of the moving statue as a master trope.
Supporting the Royal Prerogative
The Winter's Tale is a play about a king, Leontes of Sicily, who becomes a tyrant when he suddenly becomes convinced -wrongly -that his wife is having an affair and that her unborn child is not his. Jealousy leads to tyranny when the king refuses to hear counsel, attempts to poison his rival, imprisons his wife, casts away his child, rigs his wife's trial, and flouts religion, but he is eventually restored to his senses by the death of his son and the apparent death of his wife.
Critics have shown interest in the political topicality of the play. In the high-handed Leontes they see a reflection of King James I, who though not known for domestic jealousy was certainly known for promoting an absolutist view of kingship and for insisting that Parliament should leave the running of the country to him (see for instance Orgel 2008:12-16 First, that you does not meddle with the maine points of Giuernment; that is my craft: tractent fabrilia fabri; to meddle with that, were to lessen me: I am now an old King; (...) I must not be taught my office. (James I 1609:315) This came after his statement that " [k] ings are iustly called Gods, for that they exercise a manner or resemblance of Diuine power vpon earth" (ibid. 307). These statements flew in the face of a long-standing constitutional tradition. In the Elizabethan period, the main voice of this tradition was John Hooker's. In his The order and usage how to keepe a parliament in England in these daies (1587) Hooker emphasized the role of the Commons in the process of making the law, and the principle of the king being under the law. In James' own time, Sir Edward Coke, following the 13 th century jurist Henry Bracton, firmly stated the king's subordination to the common law.
The apparent similarity between Leontes' and James' positions on the royal prerogative raises the question of whether the play should be read as a critique of James' absolutist position. The problem with this theory, as
Stephen Orgel points out, is that King James saw and apparently liked the play:
What, then, would King James have thought of The Winter's Tale, a play about a monarch whose dogged adherence to James' deepest convictions about the independence, indeed the sanctity, of royal judgement brings him to the edge of tragedy? It could not have offended him; he paid his players to perform it repeatedly at court for his entertainment. Perhaps he allowed the title to guide his response, and considered it no more than a tragicomic fable. But perhaps too he 55 saw in it a confirmation of an equally basic tenet of his political philosophy, most forcefully argued in The True Law of Free Monarchies: that however bad a king may be, he is still the King (Orgel 2008:15 son Henry, James' disapproval of rebellion is qualified by an awareness that a tyrant naturally arouses rebellious impulses in his subjects:
[A] Tyrannes miserable and infamous life, armeth in end his owne Subjects to become his burreaux [executioners] and although that rebellion be euer vnlawfull on their part, yet is the world so wearied of him, that his fall is little meaned by the rest of his Subjects, and but smiled at by his neighbours. And besides the infamous memorie he leaueth behind him here, and the endlesse paine hee sustaineth hereafter, it oft falleth out, that the committers not onely escape vnpunished, but farther, the fact will remaine as allowed by the Law in divers ages thereafter (James VI 1599:19) Similarly, the play offsets its supposed endorsement of absolutism by raising the spectre of disobedience, rebellion, and even regicide. There are several occasions in the plot on which violence against a king, or at least some form of rebellion, seems to have been closely averted. One rather benign instance involves not Leontes himself but Polixenes, king of Bohemia, who starts behaving like a tyrant after he finds out that his son has been courting a low-born shepherdess, who will later turn out to be the lost princess Perdita. After violently upbraiding and threatening the young girl,
57
Polixenes stalks off in a rage. Though she endures his onslaught with an appearance of stoic forbearance, Perdita's words to Florizel after the king has left show that she was in fact quite close to exploding:
I was not much afeared, for once or twice I was about to speak and tell him plainly
The selfsame sun that shines upon his court
Hides not his visage from our cottage, but arguing for social equality between king and subject, Perdita's unspoken protest has a strong levelling ring to it. Even so, the contemplated rebellion remains relatively benign, being placed in the mouth of a sixteen-year-old girl, and operating on a purely verbal and theoretical plane.
Another example, however, involves a more serious threat of violence. It occurs in the first half of the play, when Perdita is still a baby.
Before an assembly of Lords and Councillors, an irate Leontes has given orders for the child, whom he believes to be a bastard, to be thrown into the fire. The Lords are aghast, and plead with him to spare the child. Here are their words:
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Beseech you highness, give us better credit.
We have always truly served you, and beseech So to esteem of us. And on our knees we beg,
As recompense of our dear services Past and to come, that you do change this purpose, Which being so horrible, so bloody, must
Lead on to some foul issue. We all kneel. (2.3.152).
The rhetoric is a milder version of the source material, Greene's Pandosto, in which nobles remind an infanticidal king that "causeless cruelty nor innocent blood never scapes without revenge" (Orgel 2008:243) .
In Shakespeare's version, "revenge" has been toned down to "some foul issue". And yet the threat is no less present for being stated in vaguer terms.
The phrase "past and to come", which Stuart Kurland reminds us was standard formulation in letters of patent (Kurland 1991:374) , here implies that future loyalty on their part is dependent on whether the "recompense", meaning sparing the child, is forthcoming. As far as the off-stage audience is concerned, another intertextual connection emphasizes the threat implied in the Lords' behaviour. The scene may recall to the Jacobean playgoer another play in which a group of noblemen kneel around a powerful but increasingly erratic leader, pleading with him to show mercy to a condemned man. 
The Moving Statue and the Mechanics of Rebellion
The most dramatic moment in the play involves a statue coming to life, or rather a woman, Hermione, pretending to be the statue of her own long-dead self, starting to move, and then speaking. That such a thing should happen has been established as "unthinkable" earlier in the play, when the opinionated lady-in-waiting, Paulina, claimed that it would be "monstrous to our human reason" (5.1.41) for her bear-devoured husband to return from the dead. The passages of near-rebellion discussed above similarly involve a contemplated shift from statuesque immobility to monstrous action. The potential for violence in the inanimate is in fact hinted at in one of the very first scenes of the play by the image of Leontes as a child, whose dagger is "muzzled/ Lest it should bite its master" Once again, the spectre of violent redress, this time in the shape of foreign intervention, hovers behind the façade of subservient or compassionate quiescence. Hermione's remarks are a reminder of another source of danger to the tyrant: that rebels may enlist help from abroad. This is a danger Machiavelli believed a prince should be aware of:
The prince that hath once woon to himself reputacion and accompte emonge his subjectes, neede not feare neither the conspiracies or coniurations of his subiectes att home nor thee assaultes or invasions of his Enemyes abroade; (Machiavelli 1944 (Machiavelli [1532 :79).
Rebellion, then, may come from both inside and outside the realm.
The problem, the play suggests, is how to make the king aware of the threat of rebellion, without using the language of rebellion.
Speaking to a King
The problem that appears in these episodes is how to make an impression on a king, how to warn him of the danger he is in, without Castiglione's phrase "to drive into his Princes head" implies that stating the facts is not enough, and that a special kind of speech must be found. This special speech, it turns out, is based on images and statues. 
